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Abstract 
This article reports the preliminary results of an empirical study investigating the success factors for culturally appropriate and 
effective project customer engagement. Ongoing globalization, increasing complexity and a strong trend towards project 
customer integration make this an important endeavor. The findings are extracted from 23 semi-structured qualitative interviews 
that were conducted between October 2015 and April 2016. Building on previous research the authors identify a research gap in 
the area of intercultural project customer integration, explain their process of investigating the issue at hand, and extract success 
factors from a number of qualitative semi-structured interviews. The results of this study are considered preliminary because a 
detailed qualitative analysis of interview transcripts is not yet concluded. Identified success factors are presented in two sets of 
replies: first, the impact of culture and the lessons learned from that, and second, the particularities of the customer relationship 
and the behavioral success factors for that relationship. Future research should aim at qualifying these factors and synthesize 
them into a practical framework for project management and project research. 
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1. Introduction 
The effective and appropriate integration of project customers is becoming more important because it allows 
accommodating higher degrees of complexity in all kinds of projects. Agile project management approaches such as 
Scrum, Lean/Kanban, the Dynamic Systems Development Framework, or Adaptive Project Framework are gaining 
popularity because they offer a framework for deeper customer involvement in projects.1 This is an important 
development because ultimately it is the project customer who defines project success. The Standish Group’s Chaos 
Report frequently ranks customer related issues such as user involvement, clear requirements, and realistic 
expectations as key success factors in IT-projects (compare Chaos Reports 2010-2015).  
At the same time aspects of national culture are becoming more important due to migration, off-shoring, global 
supply chains, information technology, multinational corporations and cheap transport, in short: due to globalization. 
Working in an international, multicultural team for customers on other continents is in many industries a normal 
business setting. Managing culturally diverse project teams is a complex endeavor and well studied.2 3 4 5 6 7
Western approaches like Agile or Scrum aim at a more intensive integration of the project customer in project 
management in order to maximize customer value and minimize wasted activities during project planning.1 8
Analyzing these approaches it becomes evident, that national culture is not considered as a relevant factor. Studies in 
intercultural project management however have shown that the disregard for cultural compatibility of project 
management frameworks and standards can be a decisive factor in cross-cultural collaboration.9 10 11
The question in which ways national culture impacts the integration of project customers in international projects 
is therefore of increased relevance. The presented study was conducted in order to investigate the following 
question: 
Q: Which factors impact the successful integration of project customers from diverse national cultures in the 
management of international projects? 
In the following the authors will shortly define the most important terms used in this report and review the 
literature that introduces this study.  Section three will describe the methodology employed during the development 
of the interview guide and the analysis of the content. The fourth part of this paper will present the preliminary 
findings and the last section reflects on the shortcomings of the study and gives a short outlook on further research. 
2. Definitions and literature review 
2.1 Definitions 
For the purpose of this paper it is important to have a clear understanding of the employed concepts and 
terminology. The following paragraphs will therefore explain the definitions of the most important terms used in this 
paper: 
Project Management: 
Project management standards have become an important component of international project management. The 
most important of these organizations are “Projects in Controlled Environments” (Prince 2), “International Project 
Management Association” (IPMA) and the “Project Management Institute” (PMI).  
The PMI Standard offers the largest number of certified professionals with more than 412.000 members in 207 
countries. 12 Therefore it makes practical sense to adopt the language of PMI in order to reach practitioners and 
academics. PMI defines a project as a “...temporary endeavor undertaken to create a unique product, service, or 
result” and continues to state that projects are non-repetitive ongoing work and therefore “…there may be 
uncertainties or differences in the products, services, or results that the project creates” (PMI, p. 3).13
Project Management is defined by PMI as “…the application of knowledge, skills, tools, and techniques to 
project activities to meet the project requirements” and they continue with the PMI specific description that 
“[P]project management is accomplished through the appropriate application and integration of 47 logically grouped 
project management processes, …” (PMI, p. 5).13
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Impact and Success Factors: 
The question of what makes a project successful, or even what “successful” means, is debated and varies 
depending on the stakeholders’ perspective and cultural background. 14  15  According to PMI project success 
“…should be measured in terms of completing the project within the constraints of scope, time, cost, quality, 
resources, and risk as approved between the project managers and senior management” (PMI, p. 35). Project 
performance on the other hand can be defined as the degree to which the project remains within these boundaries or 
baselines.13 Success factors are those factors that contribute to the successful project completion within the project’s 
constraints. Cooke-Davies identifies 12 success factors for project management in general. His ninth factor describes 
the process of delivering benefits to the project customer as critical.16
The authors agree with Cooke-Davies’ view that success factors for project management are “…those inputs to 
the management system that lead directly or indirectly to the success of the project or business…” (Cooke-Davies, 
2002, p. 185). Building on this the authors would like to conceive impact factors as those inputs that either positively 
or negatively influence the successful integration of project customers from diverse national cultures. For the 
remainder of this article this will be the working definition of impact factors. 
Project Stakeholder/Customer Management: 
PMI defines the term project stakeholder as follows: “An individual, group or organization who may affect, be 
affected by, or perceive itself to be affected by a decision, activity, or outcome of a project.” (PMI, p. 563)13
This definition includes not only those that are actively or passively involved in the project, but also those who 
perceive themselves affected. In practice, and also in the PMBoK Guide project stakeholders are usually subdivided 
into external, internal or according to their importance for project management.13  
“Project Stakeholder Management includes the processes required to identify the people, groups, or organizations 
that could impact or be impacted by the project, to analyze stakeholder expectations and their impact on the project, 
and to develop appropriate management strategies for effectively engaging stakeholders in general and customers in 
particular in project decisions and execution.” (PMI, p. 391)13
In project management the customer is considered an important stakeholder that fulfills different roles under 
different names. According to PMI customers are “…the persons or organizations who will approve and manage the 
projects product, service or result.” (PMI, p. 32) and users are “… persons or organizations who will use the projects 
product, service or result.” (PMI, p. 32)13 Rodney Turner offers a more differentiated definition when distinguishing 
between ‘owners’, ‘users’ and ‘consumer’ of the project’s product, all of which have to be considered important 
stakeholders by project management in order to deliver the expected benefits.17 For the remainder of the article the 
authors will consider all interaction with the owners/users of the project’s product as relevant for this paper and 
follow the definition offered by Turner. 
National Culture in Project Management: 
There is little agreement on a definition of culture among scholars and practitioners. For the remainder of this 
article culture shall be defined according to Hofstede and Trompenaars/Hampden-Turner. “Culture […] is the 
collective programming of the mind which distinguishes the members of one group or category of people from 
another. Culture is learned, not innate. It derives from one’s social environment rather than one’s genes.” (Hofstede, 
p. 6)18
This definition of culture, given by Geerd Hofstede, summarizes the major aspects of this complex topic. It may 
be complemented with the following: “Our own culture is like water to a fish. It sustains us. We live and breathe 
through it. […] a fish only discovers its need for water when it is no longer in it.” (Trompenaars and Hampden-
Turner, p. 27)19 Trompenaars’ and Hampden-Turner’s complementary definition of culture displays how the cultural 
predisposition of a person impacts on the overall perception of cultural differences. 
This paper focuses on national culture. Organizational, professional, or ethnical cultures are important factors in 
project management, but could not be included because this would exceed the predefined length of this paper. The 
terms intercultural and cross-cultural will be used synonymously in this paper. 
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Figure 1: Literature Review & Selection Process
2.2 Literature review 
The empirical study that is reported in this article is based on a previously published literature review. This 
review identified more than 152 articles of which only very few covered intercultural project customer or 
stakeholder management.11
The search engine used for the purpose of this article gives access to more than 3.5 million books, 200 million 
articles, and more than 100.000 scientific journals. It covers to all the important scientific databases relevant for 
intercultural project management, including Springer, WoS, JSTORE, Wiley, Elsevier, and many more.Error! 
Reference source not found. displays how the literature review was divided into 3 phases applying different selection and 
filtering criteria. The first phase was based on a research string that was developed based on previous reading, 
testing and discussions with peer researchers. This resulted in 152 articles, of which only 16 were relevant to the 
research question. Therefore the second phase aimed at identifying additional studies. For this purpose the existing 
literature and articles were screened for references to other relevant contributions using a snowball technique. Thus a 
total of 87 articles could be identified.11
Figure 1 also displays how filtering resulted in 66 relevant articles in the second phase. In the third phase they 
were analyzed with regards to their implications for intercultural project stakeholder management in general and 
intercultural project customer engagement in particular. Only 15 articles were found that cover intercultural project 
stakeholder or customer management. The author identified the following four factors that had been reported as 
critical when dealing with project clients from diverse cultural backgrounds: 
• Issues that were caused by a lack in intercultural information and knowledge sharing were explicitly 
reported in four of the analyzed studies.3 20 21 22  
• Problems due to a lack of intercultural competence of the involved stakeholders was explicitly reported 
by four articles.10 22 23 24
• A perceived lack of trust as important impact factor for cross-cultural customer management was 
reported by three studies.22 23 25  
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• Problems when forcing western project management standards or processes in incompatible 
environments were expressed by three articles.3 9 10  
The factors are deemed to be interdependent in that trust may depend strongly on the intercultural competence of 
the actors. Also, knowledge sharing and the enforcing international project management standards could be strongly 
influenced by trust among stakeholders. This review has been complemented and deepened by applying different 
methods of qualitative content analysis to selected articles from the same set. The findings corroborated and 
complemented the initial findings.11  
In summary this allows the conclusion that a comprehensive list of impact factors for the management of 
intercultural client-vendor relationships in projects has not yet been produced and that this is indeed an important 
question for the management of international projects.  
3. Methodology 
In order to elaborate on whether the identified factors can be found in real world projects and in search of 
additional impact factors for engaging intercultural customers, a qualitative empirical inquiry was developed. It was 
decided to create a semi-structured interview guide with the purpose of identifying intercultural challenges that 
project managers encounter when dealing with project customers. A structured interview would not have allowed 
asking the kind of open-ended questions that are necessary in order to see how national culture impacts the 
relationship between project and client. An unstructured interview would have lacked the focus that is necessary to 
investigate the specific question that is the topic of this article. The semi-structured interview gives the interviewer 
the possibility to follow new strains of thought and ideas during the interview and hence to uncover additional 
information regarding the integration of project customers.26 For the development of the interview guide the authors 
considered the potential problems when interviewing project managers or other stakeholders presented by Myers 
(2013; pp.125-126).27   
The Interview guide was built around two sets of focal questions. The first set focused on the identification of 
intercultural incidents and the second on the particularities of the customer relationship. 
1a:  Can you recall one or more specific incidents in which you experienced intercultural problems or 
challenges with your project clients? 
1b: What did you learn from this incident?  
What would you do differently today? 
2a:  How are the cultural challenges in the customer relationship different from those in other project 
relationships? 
2b:  Which behaviors of project managers would you see as critical for the success of intercultural project 
client/customer engagement? 
During the interview the above focal questions were complemented by deepening and probing questions. For the 
purpose of this article the responses to only these two sets of questions were analyzed.  
In order to reduce the risk of misunderstanding the interviews were conducted with the richest medium available, 
which included face-to-face interviews, video and teleconferencing and phone calls. The interview guide included 
questions that smoothened the entry into the conversation so that both parts shared personal information before the 
formal interview started. This was in order to improve trust among the conversation partners, which was additionally 
fostered by assuring to all interviewees that their information will be recorded for scientific purposes only. Project 
managers are usually among the busiest employees in companies, therefore the authors had to ensure that the 
interview would not exceed 90 minutes. Elite and self-selection bias are problems that all qualitative researchers 
face.27 The interviewees were selected from the authors’ extended professional networks on networking platforms 
like Xing and LinkedIn or resulted from snowballing techniques. During the development of the interview guide the 
interviewer took great care not to introduce any theoretical ideas that would distort the report of the interviewee. 
During the testing phase the guide was revised three times and during the interviewing phase another four versions 
with smaller adjustments were produced. The interview guide was translated into three languages in order to give 
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interviewees the possibility to speak in a familiar language. The selection criteria for interviewees were the 
following: 
• Work experience in project management in terms of either extended time working in or managing 
projects, large project scope or international exposure in the projects 
• Significant international work experience either abroad or in international projects 
• Experience in dealing with international project clients or customers 
• Fluency in either English, Spanish or German 
• Willingness to record the interview for transcription purposes 
• Availability for an interview of 60 to 90 minutes 
The authors contacted 43 candidates that fulfilled the above selection criteria by email, phone or via professional 
network platforms. Eventually the authors were able to interview 23 project managers from varied national, 
professional and industry backgrounds. Nationalities included German, Italian, French, Belgian, US-American, 
Nigerian, Spanish, Dutch, Swiss and Portuguese citizens with nine being German nationals, two French and two 
Italian. Three interviews were conducted in Spanish, 10 interviews in English and 10 in German according to the 
preferences of the interviewee. The interviewed project managers were between 25 and 70 years old and had 
between 2,5 and 30 years of international project management. Many of the interviewed project managers had 
previously lived or studied in foreign countries for periods longer than 6 months. Participants cover a wide range of 
industries. All interviewees hold academic degrees at least at bachelor level, some hold a project management 
certificate, a master degree or PhD. Eight project managers are female. The interviews had a duration of between 51 
and 109 minutes, were audio recorded and detailed interview notes were created during and after the interview. The 
following findings are the preliminary results extracted from the interview notes. They will be complemented and 
deepened by detailed coding and published separately.  
4. Preliminary findings 
The first set of focal questions was concerned with intercultural incidents and lessons learned from that. The 
second focused on the particularities of the intercultural customer relationship and successful behaviors. Since the 
responses were given rather unstructured, the information from the interview notes can be grouped into four 
categories (cf. Table 1 & Table 2): 
• Impact of culture: specific incidents, challenges or problems project managers reported when managing 
project customers with diverse cultural backgrounds
• Lessons learned: techniques that practitioners reported to employ in order to accommodate cultural 
differences with their project customers 
• Particularities of customer relationship: Particularities that make the customer relationship special 
compared to other stakeholder relationships 
• Behavioral success factors: Critical behaviors for the project manager to be successful in dealing with 
intercultural customers 
Table 1 summarizes the findings for the first set of focal questions regarding intercultural incidents. Columns are 
populated with excerpts from the interview notes. Factors that were mentioned various times have been summarized. 
The lessons learned have been re-sorted in such way that they correspond to the impact factors in the left column.  
Table 1: Preliminary interview findings “cultural incidents” 
Impact of culture Lessons learned 
Transparency issues due to cultural preferences Communicate and document more specifics and in more detail  
Mistrust due to timing, scheduling and deadline problems 
Disappointments due to lack of comprehension for local context 
Problems with indirect, high-context communication 
Assuming similarity can be dangerous  
Assume responsibility for comprehension at receiving side 
Communicate more using more and richer channels 
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Problems with perceived impoliteness due to directness of 
project client or vendor 
Barriers to collaboration due to different decision styles in 
customer/vendor organization 
Perceived impolite behavior due to different cultural norms 
Problems with following plan or procedure vs. flexibility for 
adjusting to environment 
Power games and punishments when faced with unhappy 
customers 
Perceived lack of required skills due to negative stereotyping 
against national cultures 
Perceived incapability to adjust to new information due to 
misunderstandings 
Build a relationship or create a common context before getting 
down to business 
Be open to question your own logic and adjust it to the 
environment  
Try not to be judgmental and accept ambiguity 
Schedule for longer meetings and more time for communication 
and coordination 
Use titles where expected and where they are relevant for the 
task 
Emphasize technical expertise during the early stages of the 
project 
Let partner paraphrase their perspective on what is discussed 
and ask open questions  
Thus the impact of  “perceived impolite behavior due to different cultural norms” may be mitigated by “try not to 
be judgmental and accept ambiguity”. Questions 1a and 1b were asked separately. Therefore the participants did not 
directly relate the cultural impact and the lessons learned. Each lesson learned may therefore apply to more than one 
impact factor. 
Table 2 shows the summarized replies to the second set of focal questions. As above, similar expressions have 
been merged and the identified successful behaviors were matched to the particular challenges in the left column. 
Thus, to “adjust your expectations, accept differences, work with them and exploit them if possible” was mentioned 
as a critical behavior for mitigating cultural differences in getting positive or negative feedback. 
Table 2: Preliminary interview findings “customer relationship” 
Particularities of customer relationship Behavioral success factors 
Customers have much higher importance when they pay for 
project or product  
Dedicate 80% of your customer management effort to 
psychology, diplomacy, communication and politics 
Getting positive or negative customer feedback is subject to 
cultural interpretation. 
Technical skills and components are more important at the 
beginning of relationship. 
Being visibly from another culture might help to break the ice in 
some high context cultures. 
Differences in the customer’s socio-cultural environment may 
affect the project negatively. 
Respecting the cultural code of the client’s country becomes 
imperative even if sometimes the customer adjusts. 
On timing issues the sequential cultures tend to set the tone. 
In relationship issues the less task-oriented cultures set the tone. 
Project customers or vendors may be disappointed due to 
intercultural misunderstandings and time-consuming 
communication.  
Adjust your expectations, accept differences, work with them, 
exploit them if possible  
In the beginning, volunteer information and advance trust by 
being as transparent as possible 
Try to exploit the multicultural project culture for the benefit of 
the customer relationship but avoid pitfalls (incompatibilities). 
Check whether your customer volunteers personal information, 
use it to better understand his perspective and create opportunity 
to get to know your customer and his colleagues. 
Adjust your behavior to respect the local cultural code and 
customer expectations. 
Discuss expectations and preferences with client/customer. 
Show genuine curiosity and real interest in customer’s culture & 
language and family. 
Listen actively and listen more. Talk less and ask for clients for 
their understanding and perspective. Use rich communication and 
face-to-face meetings when ever possible. 
During the interviewing process and also during the analysis of the interview notes there was a significant 
saturation effect with regards to new findings. Towards the end of the interviews and the analysis there was rarely 
any new information. This is considered a positive sign in that the list supplied might be a good representation of the 
real challenges project managers are facing. This is not to say, that additional knowledge might not be revealed by an 
in-depth qualitative analysis. 
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5. Critical assessment and outlook 
The presented paper reported the preliminary results of an empirical investigation of intercultural project 
customer engagement. It was shown how the literature review informed the development of the interview guide and 
how the sample of interviewees was gained. The aim is to embrace different perspectives and settings in which 
project management faces this kind of problem in order to improve external validity. Therefore the authors selected 
interviewees form a wide array of national cultures, professional backgrounds and industry branches. The identified 
impact factors support and complement the four factors that were previously identified as being knowledge sharing, 
trust, forcing standards and cultural competence.  
There are, however some significant limitations to this study. It has been mentioned earlier that the reported 
findings are not based on an exhaustive analysis of interview transcripts, but rather on interview notes produced 
during the interviews. Creation and analysis of these notes may be subject to the authors’ professional and cultural 
bias, which might distort the true meaning of the things reported by the interviewee. Further in depth analysis will 
focus on the transcripts and employ tested and reliable qualitative research techniques. The identified success factors 
would strongly benefit form empirical validation. Future research by the authors will address these shortcomings. 
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